THE  CAPITAL

worthy gentleman, crossing to Vauxhall Gardens,
was hailed as an old put, and asked if he was
not ashamed to go a-wenching at his years. And
this was mild abuse from a Thames waterman*
Sometimes they met their match: a boatload of
Lambeth gardeners, it was held, could return
them as good as they gave and more. Knowing
clients took a hand in the game themselves, and
flung back gibes at passing boats; it almost
seemed to them as though they were aiding the
course of navigation.23

To those who took the foul language and
rough humour of the watermen as part of the
game, the river was full of delight. There were
the gilded barges of the King and the nobility,
with gorgeous liverymen, the long, shallow boats
that bore malt and meat to feed London from the
upper reaches, the picturesque and very dirty
vendors of fruit and strong waters, who with
wheedling shouts brought their unlicensed skiffs
alongside. When the weather was hot, one might
pull off one's shoes and stockings and trail feet
and fingers in the water; at flood-tide see the
water coursing over the mill banks opposite Vaux-
hall and boats rowing in the streets of Westmin-
ster, or at low-tide watch a daring boy wading
through mud and pebbles from Whitehall to
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